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Seventy-five per cent of these children and 
young people were living in foster placements. 
Children who are, or have been, in care are 
one of the lowest performing groups in terms 
of educational outcomes internationally 

in care achieved the expected level in reading; 

of all children in those subjects respectively. 

the expected academic level in English and 

children. 

The attainment gap continues to increase 

experienced people attend university, 

people transitioning from care also have 
poorer employment prospects and health 
outcomes than the general population and are 
over-represented in the homeless and prison 
populations. Less is known about the factors 
that facilitate or limit educational progress 
for these young people. Little detailed 

England to pinpoint the key factors associated 
with looked after children’s lower attainment 
although such work is better established in the 
US and Canada. 

In this context, funded by the Nuffield 
Foundation, the Rees Centre, University 
of Oxford and School for Policy Studies 
and Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Bristol collaborated on this 
study to identify key care and educational 
factors that are associated with the progress 
of children in care from the end of KS2 to the 

research questions were:

What are the key factors 
contributing to the low educational 
outcomes of children in care in 
secondary schools in England?
How does linking care and 
educational data contribute to our 
understanding of how to improve 
their attainment and progress? 
These questions were expected to cast light 
on the extent of, and reasons for, variations 
between local authorities in the outcomes 
achieved by children in care and to help in:

identifying where to invest resources 

placement stability or on providing 
support on a geographical basis to reduce 

improved outcomes

identifying the kind of practices that 
seem most likely to enhance educational 
outcomes

preparing for further research linking 
and analysing data from national and 
local datasets

developing complementary social work 
and educational research perspectives 
and methods for future use in addressing 
complex issues

relationship between educational outcomes, 
young people’s care histories and individual 
characteristics by linking the National Pupil 

compared with those relating to Children in 

in care. 

Thus, data on five different groups were 
subjected to analyses, though some parts of 
this study apply only to some of these groups:

CLA-LT early entry 
A longer-stay group of Children Looked 

also in care at the end of KS2
CLA-LT late entry 
A longer-stay group of Children Looked 

not in care at the end of KS2
CLA-ST 
A shorter-stay group of Children Looked 

CIN 

in care
Comparison group 
Children not in care and not in need at the 

Full details of the methodology used are 
provided in the three technical reports that 
accompany this overview report, and are 
available on the websites of the Rees Centre1, 
University of Bristol School for Policy Studies2 
and the Nuffield Foundation .

These analyses were complemented by 
interviews with 26 young people, eligible 

in care for 12 months or more in six local 
authorities. The young people also identified 
for interview the significant adults in their 

and six Virtual School headteachers . The 
aim was to understand what might have 
contributed to better or worse than expected 
GSCE outcomes for the 26 young people and 
how better coordination of services might 
contribute to this. 

1 http://reescentre.education.ox.ac.uk/
2 http://www.bris.ac.uk/sps/research/projects/completed/
 http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/

England to appoint at least one person for the purpose of promoting 
the educational attainment of its looked after children. That person 
– the Virtual School head - should be the lead responsible officer for 
ensuring that arrangements are in place to improve the educational 
experiences and outcomes of the authority’s looked after children, 
including those placed outside the caring authority’s boundaries. 

Executive Summary

4 



1  Educational outcomes and progress for 
different groups

by children in need; and the shorter-stay 
CLA group do least well. This relative 
performance of the different groups of 
children tends to be constant across age 
groups. Some young people in care with 
lower prior attainment made very good 
progress. These findings are consistent 
with the explanation that care provides 
an environment that is more conducive 
to education than that experienced by 
children in need and thereby challenges 
the suggestion sometimes made that it is 
the care itself which contributes to poor 
outcomes.

1.2  Children not in need or in care provide 
the benchmark for expected educational 
performance over time. Relative to these 
children, CIN were deprived according to 
measures of family and neighbourhood 
poverty, were more likely to have special 
educational needs, had poor attendance 
and more exclusions from school, and had 
progressively poorer relative attainment as 
they went through school. 

made greater progress over time than 
the other groups of children in care or in 
need. The educational performance of the 

relative to both the early entry group and 
the comparator but not as much as the 
CIN, and noticeably less so than the CLA-

and those not in care or in need widens 
gradually over time and not specifically 
following transfer from primary to 
secondary school. Our analyses suggest 
that one reason for this may relate to those 
entering care in adolescence with more 
challenging difficulties being less likely 
to do well educationally. In addition, it is 

children who entered at a younger age 

2  Individual characteristics, educational 
outcomes and progress

meals – FSM and Income Deprivation 
Affecting Children Index - IDACI
change more over time for the CLA group 
than for other children, presumably 
because their living arrangements change. 
This may explain why deprivation 
measures  are weaker predictors of GCSE 
outcomes for CLA than for other children.

more common among CLA and associated 
with large differences in outcome. The 

or looked after and others is considerably 
reduced if allowance is made for special 
educational need. Those SEN most 
strongly associated with poorer outcomes 
in CLA are severe/profound learning 
difficulties, autism spectrum disorders and 
moderate learning difficulties. In addition, 
having a disability was also associated 
with poorer outcomes.

predictive of poor GCSE outcomes for 
CLA are being male and having a high 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 

6

3  Care placement, educational outcomes  
and progress

provides a protective factor, with early 
admission to care being associated with 
consistently better outcomes than those 
found in the other need groups in the 
study. Care may benefit later admissions 
but it does not fully reverse the damage 
that may have been done. There was an 
overwhelming view from the interviews 
that entry to care had been beneficial 
educationally. 

or kinship care the better their progress, 
provided that they do not experience 
many short care periods interspersed with 
reunifications with their birth families or 
many placement and/or school changes.

in care for longer. The same could not be 

entrants who were still in care or had re-
entered care by their GCSE years.

changes are risk factors for looked after 
children’s educational outcomes. There 
is some evidence that placement changes 
may produce school changes and hence 
poor educational outcomes; however, the 
extent of this effect is relatively small. Both 
kinds of change may be markers of a child 
in difficulty.

foster or kinship care did better at GCSEs 
than those in residential care or other 

reflected the length of the final placement 
- the longer the placement, the better the 
outcomes.

 The proportion of children under the age of 16 that live in  
low-income households in a local area.
6 The SDQ is a self/carer-report inventory behavioural screening 

Key Findings and Conclusions
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4  Schooling, educational outcomes and 
progress

the looked after children went to non-

schools, pupil referral units and alternative 

factors, their educational attainments 

mainstream ones. 

school explain substantive variations in 
GCSE outcomes and a significant part of 
the disadvantage CIN and CLA suffer. 
Educational instability has a stronger 
association with GCSE results for CIN 
who are not looked after and CLA in 
short-term care than for CLA who had 
longer-term care. Unauthorised absences 
were a major predictor of poorer scores. 

added analyses of effects at the local 

a number of factors at school- and pupil-
level which reflect LA policy and practice, 
including care and school placement. 

effects for CLA, CIN and other children 
is limited and overall schools tend 
to perform similarly better or worse 
for children in all three groups. This 
is supportive of reforms to school 
admissions that give priority to CLA 
pupils. Nevertheless, we found a small 
minority of schools that appear to have 

outcomes with CIN pupils in particular.

by young people as the main determinants 
of educational progress. For many young 
people, carers, teachers, and school 
pastoral support services played an 
important part on a daily basis in their 
educational progress. Foster carers’ 
educational support was not the main 
determinant of educational progress. 

enjoyed and benefitted from one-to-
one tuition, recommended through the 
Personal Education Plan and funded 

5  Other factors, educational outcomes and 
progress

supported educationally from a 
very young age by birth families, 
notwithstanding other family problems. 
For many, birth family problems 
continued throughout their teenage years, 
affecting their learning, and did not cease 
on entering care. 

genuinely cared about them was very 
important to the young people in this 
study. This occurred across both high- 

people needed to feel that they would not 
be let down – which had been their past 
experience – and that their life mattered. It 
needed to matter to others before it could 
matter to them. Most of our high-progress 
group identified relationships with people 
to whom they felt gratitude and did not 
want to let down. 

as a key issue in the lower progress of 
looked after pupils, with the important 
exception of some kinship carers. 

ultimately, their educational progress 
was down to them, although adults and 
professionals could help influence how it 
occurred. In this, our evidence suggested 
that young people needed to be open to 

readiness’.

Inevitably our study had its limitations, 
including some missing data and challenges 
in undertaking qualitative interviews, which 
resulted in a smaller sample than planned. 

Key Findings and Conclusions

 Contextual value added is a measure that takes account of pupil 
characteristics, school context and types and gives an indication of 
whether a given school is doing better or worse than expected, given 
the profile of the school and its pupils.

6 



Children in need provide an additional, and 
in many respects more suitable, comparison 
group for children in care in official statistics 
and public debate. An important implication 
of our research concerns the nature of the 
public debate surrounding the care system 
and its outcomes. Educational attainment, 
particularly GCSEs, or lack of them, often 
serves as a proxy for this wider debate. The fact 
that there is a wide attainment gap between 
looked after pupils and their peers is often used 
as a condemnation of social work services for 
children and families. Our evidence shows 
that compared with children in need who 
live at home, children in care make greater 
educational progress although their problems 

A focus on progress gives a more realistic 
depiction of the achievements of the care 
system, given how many young people enter 
care late and have major challenges including, 
in some cases, special educational needs. 
Clearly, attainment is not unimportant and 
young people cannot expect to secure jobs 
on the basis of making progress rather than 
achieving qualifications. We should also not 
overlook how much educational progress it is 
realistic to expect local authorities to make with 
their care populations and over what duration. 

Some CLA will take longer to fulfil their 
educational potential than those not in care 
or in need and given many come into the 
care system late, we should take a longer-term 

aged 16 for many looked after pupils is too 
soon and their opportunities are sometimes 
restricted by having been allocated to a 
particular curricular route in order to access 
behavioural support. Professionals interviewed 
commented how some lower-progress pupils 
had begun to stabilise, develop confidence and 
interpersonal skills, which would later benefit 
their learning and career prospects. Better 
appreciation of the achievements of individuals 
and contribution of the care system may occur 

The Ofsted educational and care inspection 
frameworks and the Government’s 
publication of performance tables comparing 
local authorities need to take into account that 
there is little variation between local authorities 
in the educational performance of looked 
after pupils, beyond that which is accounted 
for by individual pupil and school differences. 
Inspections should therefore take sufficient 
account of the characteristics of the looked after 
children cohort in each authority: authorities 

that meet legal obligations in admitting older, 
challenging young people into care may 
jeopardise their care performance data by doing 
so. Most variation in progress and attainment 
was explained by pupil characteristics as well 
as experiences in care and school. Clearly 
local authorities can influence these factors 
by their choice of, and support for, individual 
placements and schools, even in a system in 
which schools have greater autonomy. 

Local authorities should be supported 
to identify and place pupils in higher 
performing schools, ensure that school staff 

Birth parents continue to exert significant 
influence on young people in care, including 
those who have lived separately from them 
for many years. Where birth parents have 
continuing problems, these could threaten 
to overwhelm young people’s concentration 
and application. The interviews showed that 
social work support for birth families could be 
important for young people’s education even in 
stable, long-term, successful foster placements. 

Initiatives to support pupils with social, 
emotional and mental health difficulties need 
to become more widely known and studied 
to address the educational problems we have 
highlighted 

and school transfer. These initiatives include 

attributed their educational progress to the 
characteristics, skills and commitment of 
individual teachers and carers. Interviewees 
named individual teachers who knew what they 
were doing, persisted, engendered respect and 
genuinely cared. Pupils identified others who 
were ineffective and insensitive.

Foster carers should be appropriately 
supported to withstand the pressures of 
caring for vulnerable young people with 
challenging behaviour so that placement 
stability increases, which should benefit young 
people’s educational progress. Our evidence 
suggested that pupils could commit to learning 
once certain preconditions were met, including 
feeling safe, secure and individually valued. 
Placement disruption was often associated with 
the risk of school transfer and pupils responded 
consistently that they preferred to remain at the 
original school even if this entailed long taxi 

journeys. However, taxi arrangements need to 
be more flexible and responsive to individual 
young people’s needs.

Involve young people more fully in what 
happens in their lives. Given how pupils often 
were trying to manage the stresses in their lives, 
it is sensible to make genuine efforts to work 
alongside them and engage them in decisions. 
Many young people interviewed demonstrated 
considerable insight into the factors that had 
helped or hindered their education, such as 
being removed from classes to attend PEP and 
other meetings.

Strategies for educational improvement 
need to be addressed across the workforce 
in residential settings. A surprising finding 

of looked after pupils taking their GCSEs who 
lived in residential settings. This was a much 
broader group than the small, residential 
children’s homes and included residential 
schools and secure units. These can be among 
the most challenging pupils. The residential 
sector in England has shrunk considerably but 
it is an important experience for a larger group 
of older, looked after adolescents.

Kinship carers need support in particular to 
address the financial pressures that can affect 
many of them, and which might adversely affect 
schooling. It was interesting to have confirmed 
that pupils living with kinship carers, once 
other factors were taken into account, were not 
educationally disadvantaged compared with 
those in unrelated placements. 

Our study identifies further areas for research, 
including: theoretical and conceptual issues; 
care services for adolescents; social, emotional 
and mental health initiatives in schools; 
evaluation of Pupil Premium Plus effectiveness; 
and additional methodological work linking 
national datasets.

In undertaking the most comprehensive study 
of its type in the UK, we now know more about 
how we can approach schools and services for 
looked after children to benefit their schooling 
and educational outcomes. We hope this 
information is used to good effect. 

Judy Sebba, David Berridge, Nikki Luke, 
John Fletcher, Karen Bell, Steve Strand, Sally 

Thomas, Ian Sinclair and Aoife O’Higgins

Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice
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Children who are, or have been, in care are 
one of the lowest performing groups in terms 

They also have poorer employment prospects 

progress and low attainment are known to be 
associated with these longer-term outcomes 

better educational outcomes predict higher 
earnings and greater likelihood of employment 
in youth transitioning from care. What is less 
clear are the factors which facilitate or limit 
educational progress for these young people. 
The Department for Education in England 

to support children’s services in identifying 
these factors, but the relationship between care 
experiences and educational progress remains 
relatively unexplored. A better understanding 

of this relationship should enable schools and 
services for children and young people to 
better support their education and improve its 
outcomes. 

In this context, the Rees Centre for Research 
in Fostering and Education at the University of 
Oxford collaborated with the School for Policy 
Studies and Graduate School of Education at 
the University of Bristol to carry out mixed 
methods research in order to address these 
issues. The research was funded by the Nuffield 
Foundation but responsibility for the views 
expressed in this report remains with the 
authors.

Children Looked After (CLA)  
and Children in Need (CIN)

local authorities must provide accommodation 

of the Act, they must prepare a care plan for 
the future of a child who is the subject of an 
application for a Care Order. Such children are 
deemed to be looked after. 

Comparisons with the wider population of 
schoolchildren enable quantification of the net 
disadvantage CLA experience in their GCSE 
results and progress from the end of Key Stage 

which the gap widens. However, there is no 
simple way of disentangling the disadvantage 
which CLA experience as a result of their 

mitigating benefit of local authority support. In 
addition to their responsibilities for CLA, local 
authorities have a more general duty under 

promote the welfare of children within their 
area who are in need’. These children in need 

in care. While this research project set out to 
focus on the educational progress of CLA, it 
became apparent that comparisons with the 
wider group of CIN of which they are a subset 
would be helpful to those seeking an evidence 
base for policy and practice. Hence some of the 
statistical analyses compare CLA with CIN who 
are not in care.

Main Report

Aims and Objectives

Background

The overall aim of the research was to identify 
key care and educational factors that are 
associated with the progress of children in 

improvements. The overarching research 
questions formulated at the outset were:

What are the key factors contributing to 
the low educational outcomes of children 
in care in secondary schools in England?

How does linking care and educational 
data contribute to our understanding 
of how to improve their attainment and 
progress? 

These questions were expected to cast light 
on the extent of, and reasons for, variations 
between local authorities in the outcomes 
achieved by children in care and to help in:

identifying where to invest resources 

placement stability or on providing 
support on a geographical basis to reduce 

improved outcomes

identifying the kind of practices that 
seem most likely to enhance educational 
outcomes

preparing for further research linking and 
analysing data from national and local 
datasets

developing complementary social work 
and educational research perspectives 
and methods for future use in addressing 
complex issues

A number of sub-questions were identified.

Each of these is addressed in this report of 
the findings and the implications for policy, 
practice and future research are drawn out.

8 



The study explored the relationship between 
educational outcomes, young people’s care 
histories and individual characteristics by 

the data on Children Looked After in England 

for the cohort who were eligible for GCSEs in 

provided in the three technical reports that 
accompany this summary, and are available 
on the websites of the Rees Centre , University 
of Bristol School for Policy Studies  and the 
Nuffield Foundation .

The first two reports cover the quantitative 

the analysis of the whole GCSE cohort included 

includes a comparison of the characteristics 
and outcomes of looked after children, children 
in need, and their peers, as well as a detailed 
analysis of the way that differences between 
local authorities and schools are related to the 
progress of these different groups. 

of GCSE pupils who had been in care 

time to work with these pupils. It explores the 
educational outcomes and progress of these 
children and the way they vary according to 
their different characteristics, care histories, 
and schools attended. 

These analyses were complemented by 
interviews with 26 young people who were, 
or had been, in care for 12 months or more in 

also identified for interview the significant 
adults in their educational careers, including 

workers and six Virtual School headteachers. 
The analyses of these data are reported in 

what might have contributed to better or worse 
than expected GSCE outcomes for the 26 
young people and how better coordination of 

they covered the relevant policies and practices 
in the six local authorities11, complemented the 
statistical analysis of such issues as the effect 
on education of removal from home, and also 
looked at factors not recorded in the databases 

Sample - Quantitative
For the quantitative analysis two distinct 
samples and associated variables are used. First, 

1st

Second, a much smaller CLA-only sub-
sample of this national cohort comprised 

st

the statistical analysis was the smaller subset 

from 1st st March 

both NPD and CLAD. Data on five different 
groups were subjected to analyses, though some 
parts of this study apply only to some of these 
groups:

for 12 months or more continuously at the 

end of KS2

12 months or more continuously at the 

end of KS2

but not in care

Comparison group: Children not in Care 

Table 1: Children in Need (CIN) and Looked 
After (CLA) eligible to take their GCSEs in 
2013

Group Count %
Not in need 
or looked 

In need on 

Looked 

for less than 
a year
Looked 

for over a 
year

Note: The above are mutually exclusive categories totalling 

A child who is looked after should always 
qualify as in need because, in the words of the 
Act, they need local authority services either 

to their health or development’. There was 
a seeming misalignment of the registration 
and de-registration processes, with small 
numbers of children on the CLAD but not the 

unaccompanied asylum seekers. The numbers 
involved were too few to influence the findings.

Data on both databases are linked to individual 

which enables the linking of personal 
characteristics collected in the English schools’ 
censuses; examination results collected from 
awarding bodies; and episodes of care collected 

The quantitative analyses focus on the children 
who had been in care for 12 months or more on 

st

with children who had been in care for shorter 
durations, with those who were in need but not 

young people who were neither in care nor in 
need at that time. Those who were only in care 
when they were younger but not at the end of 

and would represent a very small proportion of 

Methodology

 http://reescentre.education.ox.ac.uk/
 http://www.bristol.ac.uk/sps/research/projects/completed
 http://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/

11 All interview schedules are available from the authors.
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The NPD provides data on attainment at 
National Curriculum Key Stages, attendance 
at school and exclusions from school. The 
CLAD return provides data on episodes of 
care and placements, such as dates, legal 
basis, locations, and providers involved in the 
children’s different placements, categories of 

carers or with family or friends, known as 

the analysis, pupil-level data on absences and 
exclusions from school were aggregated into 
the five school years of the secondary phase 
of education; data on episodes of care were 
aggregated to the child level.

In making comparisons between CLA and 
others, the research dealt with NPD variables 

known to be substantive predictors of GCSE 
12

models. The pupil-level variables were:

demographic characteristics: gender, 
ethnicity and language spoken at home

a proxy for family poverty or socio-
economic status

neighbourhood deprivation, as measured 
by the Income Deprivation Affecting 

of residence of the child

down by primary type of need

changes of school, between and within 
school years

absences from school, broken down into 
authorised and unauthorised

duration for fixed-term exclusions and 

The school-level variables we used were school 
type and aggregates of pupil-level measures 
of KS2 attainment, eligibility for FSM and 

any of the increasing levels of support offered 
by school action, school action plus and 

similar aggregates at the local authority level. 
Definitions and census date of variables 

The gap in educational performance between 
looked after children and others was measured 

points corresponds to a GCSE grade so that 
pupils who get a D in a subject score 6 points 
less than they would have done with a C. In 
addition, for the subsample of children who 

provided information on their age at, and 
reasons for entry to care; their movements 
between placements in the care system; and the 
types and location of each placement. This was 
utilised in the CLA-focused analyses presented 

Sample - Qualitative
For the qualitative strand of the project, six 
local authorities were identified through the 
initial NPD analyses of CLA outcomes. Three 

attainment given their pupil characteristics 

Selection criteria also included the need 

five agreed to participate and one declined 
but two of the five were unable to identify 
the young people who met the criteria so 
three further local authorities with similar 

2. Each of these six authorities was asked to 

cohort, three who had achieved better than 
expected and three who had achieved less than 

headteacher or social worker approached 
the young people to seek their agreement to 
participate. Some declined and substitutes 
could not always be found, resulting in a total 

achieved higher than expected and 12 who had 
achieved lower than expected at GCSE. In line 

were in the high-progress group.

Table 2: Characteristics of the Local Authorities selected for the Qualitative Data

Local 
Authority

Administrative type Region Size Overall high  
or low CLA 
performance

No. of young 
people 

1 Unitary NW Medium Low
2 Unitary SW Small Low
3 County Midlands Large Low
4 Met Borough NW Medium High 2
5 Met Borough London Medium High 6
6 County NE Large High

Each young person was asked to give us 
permission to interview the adults who had 
supported their education. We completed 
interviews with these people, who included 

Some carers were no longer fostering and 
a few social workers had moved on. None 

of the young people interviewed had been 
living in residential homes at the time of their 
GCSEs, although one had spent time at a 
residential school previously. All six Virtual 
School headteachers for the participating local 
authorities were interviewed. The young people 
were interviewed by trained peer interviewers, 
who were themselves care-experienced, and 

foster carers trained in interviewing undertook 

qualitative data. In reporting the findings we 
have anonymised the young people and local 
authorities . 

12 Contextual value added is a measure that takes account of pupil 
characteristics, school context and types and gives an indication of 
whether a given school is doing better or worse than expected, given 
the profile of the school and its pupils.

person with whom they are linked. Virtual School heads are VSH1-6.
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Quantitative Analysis
The methods used in linking the NPD and 

1 and 2 available on the web. In reporting the 
findings below, the models used for the analysis 
are briefly referred to but no further details are 

were undertaken. 

The first focused on the whole cohort of 
st 

were neither CIN nor CLA with: those who 
st

includes those who move in and out of care 

who had been in care for more than a year on 

descriptive statistics and multilevel modelling 
in order to estimate the individual contribution 
of various student characteristics and school/
local authority contextual factors, as well as the 
extent of school and local authority effects, on 
the relative progress of CLA, CIN students and 

st 

in care are defined for administrative purposes. 
The analyses involved descriptive statistics 
then progressively more sophisticated analyses 
in order to address the research questions 
in our aims and objectives in a way that 
best recognises the complexity of individual 
characteristics and experiences among children 
in care. There were four steps in these analyses: 

1. 
with particular reference to those 
characteristics that might explain the gap 
between their educational outcomes and 
those of other children in the general 
population.

2. Use regression modelling to predict 
educational outcomes amongst the CLA-

Use path modelling to examine the inter-
relationships between care and education 
variables and suggest predictors for 
different outcomes.

Use multi-level modelling to examine the 
way in which differences between schools 
and local authorities may relate to these 
outcomes.

Some of the main findings are reported here 
with more extensive coverage and full technical 

Reports 1 and 2. This report summarises the 
main findings, the individual characteristics 

attainment gap’, the reasons for differing 
outcomes, and the possible role of schools and 
local authorities. 

Qualitative Analysis
The interviews were analysed, sequentially by 
two researchers, using a thematic approach 
which takes into account both pre-formulated 
theory and ideas and concepts arising from 
the data. This involved incorporating the 

A preliminary coding process was undertaken 
to organise the data and themes that were then 
developed from these codes. Some codes were 
identified in advance, based on the literature 
review, the research questions and theoretical 
frameworks, as well as a preliminary scanning 
of the text. 

NVivo software was used to initially organise 
and code the data. We then compared across 

people that had been, or still were in care; 
their social workers; their carers; and their 

the six local authorities; socio-economic 

The initial themes identified included:

the young people; social workers; birth 

social workers; teachers; friends; birth 

social workers; teachers; friends; birth 

with birth family; lack of contact with 
birth family; ill health and bereavements 

Plans; individual tuition; small groups; 

Mental Health Services; school pastoral 
support; relationships; extra-curricular 

Quality of Services – School, Children’s 

resourced; responsive to needs; well-

A number of themes were added, removed 
or changed during the analysis including, 

categories. The interview data were examined, 
compared, categorised and conceptualised to 
enable understandings to emerge.

Data Analysis
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for each of the groups, in this case separating 

st

had first entered after the end of KS2.

Table 3: KS4 Average Points Score by Need 
Group

N Mean KS4 points SD

st March 

st

st

Key Findings

Those who were in need but not in care scored 

in care, equivalent to averaging more than 
three grades lower in all eight best subjects. 
Those who were in care for less than 12 months 

points or roughly six GCSE grades spread over 

Differences between English and Maths 
Outcomes
There were no significant differences between 
the GCSE scores in Maths and English and the 
overall GCSE scores. Predictability was lower 
because each is a single test and there were 
fewer significant coefficients. Unsurprisingly, 
the KS2 English score was by far the best 
predictor of GCSE English performance and 
KS2 Maths score was by far the best predictor 
of GCSE Maths performance but this had no 
repercussions for estimating the impact of 
being CIN or CLA. Otherwise, the coefficients 
in these models were broadly consistent with 
those in the model for overall GCSE score.

Addressing the research questions
Each research question is addressed in turn 
below. For each question some contextual 
description of the population from the NPD 
dataset is given with analyses from both the 
NPD and the linking of NPD to CLAD, as 
appropriate. 

characteristics of young people and their 
experiences, drawn from a review of existing 
literature, and so the responses given below 
present analyses which used only those 
variables that were directly relevant to that 
research question. 

educational attainment and progress more 
broadly, and so in answering these questions 
full use was made of the range of variables in 
the data, as well as data from the qualitative 
interviews in the study.

12 



RESEARCH QUESTION 1: What are 
the associations between individual 
characteristics (gender, ethnicity, SEN, socio-
economic status) and educational outcomes 
for children in care (Flynn et al., 2013)14? 
We examined the characteristics of the 
individual and their early environment that 

by experiences in care. Our analyses for this 
research question focused on variables relating 
to gender, ethnicity, first language, deprivation, 
and special educational needs. Full details are 

Gender
Girls were slightly over-represented in the 

than girls are assessed as having behavioural, 
emotional and social difficulties, and are more 
commonly identified among those who are 

between girls and boys was particularly large 

associations were highly significant but the 
ranking of the groups on performance was the 
same for both girls and boys. The comparison 
group had the least gap between boys and girls, 

Ethnicity

under-represented amongst those who were 
CLA or CIN but there were disproportionately 
high numbers of Black Caribbean and Mixed 

in these groups, especially in the looked after 
groups. Once other variables were taken into 

Family poverty
Children in need were far more often eligible 
for free school meals than those who were 
neither in care nor in need, indicating that 
children from poorer families are at greater risk 
of needing such services.

Group Not eligible for free 
school meals

Eligible for free 
school meals

Count % Count %

st March 

st

st

a year
st

year

In the cohort as a whole, less than a quarter of 
children were eligible for FSM, but over half 

for FSM. The proportion eligible for FSM was 

reporting by certain school types, rather than 
the greater affluence of their families, may 

Early conversations with practitioners led 
to some doubt over whether FSM is a valid 
measure for looked after children. The belief is 
that it is variably based on the child’s current 
placement or their family of origin. The data 
suggest that these doubts are overplayed for two 
reasons: partly because children who are being 
looked after are very much less likely to be 

is significantly related to outcome in ways that 

role of early and concurrent deprivation. As 

status groups16, and an interaction between this 
variable and group status

whereas for the other three groups, children 
and young people eligible for FSMs did worse. 
There was also a significant effect of FSM 
eligibility at KS1 , and an interaction between 
this variable and group status
FSM status at KS1 made little difference to their 

looked after . 

 Each research question is linked to a reference from previous 
research which informed the research focus.

 Eligibility for free school meals in any of the 6 years preceding 
GCSEs. The percentages may understate CIN and CLA levels of 
entitlement for FSMs, because when schools in which CIN and CLA 
were over-represented did not supply the data, a child was recorded 
in the NPD as not eligible

16 F  p η2
p

 F  p η2
p

 F  p η2
p

 F  p η2
p

 The strength of the relationship between FSM and GCSE outcomes 
for CLA varies between analyses. This is probably in part because 

because eligibility for free school meals changes more over time for 
CLA than for other children. The former makes FSM less reliable as 
a measurement for CLA; the latter suggests that inference based on 
FSM being an indicator of stable family poverty is less appropriate 
for this group.

Table 4: Eligibility for Free School Meals (Ever 615)
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significant.

Table 5: Mean KS4 points (and SD), by Need Group and FSM Eligibility at KS4

Not CIN or 
looked after

CIN CLA / less than 
12 months

CLA / 12 
months or more 

FSM  
N

 
N =

 
N

 
N

Not FSM  
N

 
N

 
N 

 
N

Another proxy for family poverty is the Indicators of Deprivation Affecting Children Index 

shows the IDACI scores of the neighbourhoods that children lived in at the four Key Stages: KS1 

an indication of any changes in the levels of neighbourhood deprivation in which a child lives 

approximately as affluent as children who were not in need. However, the trajectories of IDACI 
scores over time tell another story.

Table 6: Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index (IDACI) 2004-2013

Group 2004 2008 2011 2013 2004-2013
Not in need or looked after on 

st

st

st March 

st March 

at different school censuses are consistent with children changing their place of residence when 
they move into care and with the nature of the placement being largely unrelated to birth family 
poverty.

deprivation was linked with poorer results. For children in need, greater deprivation was associated 
with better results which seems counter-intuitive. It is possible that they are eligible for more 
support but we have no evidence either way for this. For children looked after in both groups, the 

or very small.

Special educational needs 
One of the common characteristics of children who are in need or looked after is the high 

not CIN or CLA, the proportion who have SEN at school action plus21 or a Statement of Special 

st

21 This research preceded the new Education, Health and Care Plans 
and the term Social, Emotional and Mental Health Difficulties which 
has replaced the previous term – BESD.
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Table 7: Looked after status by level of Special Educational Need

 Group No special 
need

School 
action

School 
action plus

State-
mented

Total

Not in need or looked after 
on 31st March 2013
In need on 31st March 2013
Looked after on 31st March 
2013 for less than a year
Looked after on 31st March 
2013 for over a year

The largest absolute difference in proportions is for behavioural and emotional difficulties but the 
relative propensities are more starkly different for specific learning disability and having a speech, 
language or communication need. In these cases, the proportions of those children with SEN who 
have these needs are much higher for children who are not in need or looked after. Conversely, 
whereas a little over a quarter of those not in need or looked after had a behavioural, emotional or 
social difficulty over a half of those who were looked after did so. 

scores were BESD, moderate learning disability, autism spectrum disorder, and severe or multiple 

those four particular types of need were more often also in need or in care. It is consistent too 
with local authorities categorising children as in need if they have a significant educational need 

care those who have significant behavioural difficulties. What we do not know from these data is 

greater than those of other children.

Table 8: Looked after status by type of SEN for those with SEN* in each group

Group Behavioural 
emotional 
and social

Moderate 
learning 
disability

Specific 
learning 
disability

Speech, 
language and 
communication

Autism 
spectrum 
disorder

Sensory 
impairment

Severe or 
multiple 
learning 
difficulties

Physical 
and other 
disabilities

Total

Not in need or 
looked after on 

st

st 

Looked after on 
st

for less than a year
Looked after on 

st

for over a year
*This table includes only children identified as having SEN

The NPD analysis shows that CLA were over-represented in most categories of special educational 

points for children in each of the groups compared with those for children who had not been 
identified as having a SEN. Due to their low proportions across all groups, the categories of 
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Table 9: Mean KS4 points (and SD) by group and primary SEN type (time of greatest provision)

Not CIN or 
looked after

CIN CLA / less than 
12 months

CLA / 12 
months or more 

No SEN  
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Behavioural, 
emotional and 
social

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Moderate 
learning 
disability

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Specific learning 
disability

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Speech, 
language and 
communication

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N 

Autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD)

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Severe or 
multiple learning 
difficulties

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Physical, sensory 
and other 
disabilities

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

* As suggested by the standard deviation, a small number of these pupils are recorded as having very high GCSE scores, suggesting that they 
might have been incorrectly identified.

There was a significant effect of primary SEN type22, and an interaction between this variable and 
CIN and CLA group status . For most types of SEN, children and young people who were not in 

st 

poorly regardless of whether they were in need or looked after in comparison to children not in 

than those children identified as ASD but not in care or in need.

Summary of findings on Research Question 1

Socio-economic disadvantage at KS1 is associated with being looked after, but in this sample it 

22 F p η2
p

 F p η2
p
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2: Is the finding suggesting that the longer the duration of care the 
higher the attainment (DfE, 2013) robust, or is this explained by the reasons for entry into care 
or age of admission (e.g. those entering the care system later bringing with them a different set 
of behavioural and related issues)?
For this research question we focused on the variables in the CLAD that related to young people’s 

divided length of time in care into thirds for ease of illustration, but all correlations reported 

points . Although significant, the relationship was not substantial. Further examination of the 
data suggested that the relationship was instead curvilinear: splitting the continuous variable into 

medium- and long-term, but that both did better than those in care only in the short-term, even 
after controlling for KS2 results. 

and the recorded primary reason for entry, and looked at how young people in these categories 

progress, and to examine the relative importance to each group of taking account of length of time 

indicates that taking account of the total length of time in care for young people in this group 
makes little difference to our ability to predict their GCSE grades on top of just using their KS2 

in scores for the two adolescent groups suggests that length of time spent in care helps to explain 
some of the relatively better and worse performance of these two groups, over and above any 
differences in prior attainment.

Table 10: Estimated means (and standard errors) for KS4 points by care career type

Controlling for KS2 Controlling for KS2  
and Time in Care

Mean KS4 Points Mean KS4 Points
1. Entry Aged 0-4
2. Entry Aged 5-9
3.  Adolescent Entrant  

(Abuse/Neglect)
4.  Adolescent Entrant  

(Other Reasons)
5.  Entered Care as Unaccompanied 

Seeker (UASC; Any Age)
6.  Entered Care due to  

Disability (Any Age)
7. Children in Need n/a
8. Not in Care or in Need n/a

had a classification of severe or multiple learning difficulties which would limit their capacity for 
learning. The UASC, whose scores are almost as high as those for children not in need or care, are 
likely to start with the initial disadvantage that they are being taught in a foreign language and in 
a system with which they are unfamiliar. Many of them are, however, motivated to do well and, 
although they may well have suffered trauma and have the ongoing worries associated with their 

status, they have often not experienced the 
same family situations that so badly affect the 
other groups. One young man interviewed, 
who had entered the country as an asylum 
seeker, considered being in care as a privilege, 
rather than something that was stigmatised, 
having been given a chance for a better life and 
the opportunity for self-improvement. 

The two groups who entered care under the 
age of ten achieve the next best results until 
the effects of time in care are controlled. With 
the exception of the disabled group, the lowest 
average scores are found among those who 

than abuse. Very often the care system has 
insufficient time available in which to turn their 
problems round. 

Controlling only for KS2 scores suggests that 
children who have predominantly entered care 

who may have been referred because they were 
proving difficult to manage in the community; 
or the small group who entered for reasons of 

career type had greater explanatory power26 
than time in care  but both were significant. 

it also depends how long a child has been in 
care. The major reason why adolescent entrants 
do badly seems to be to do with their personal 
characteristics. However, they might also have 
achieved better had they been in care for longer 
and been given more time to address any 
emotional or behavioural difficulties. 

There was a relationship between age at entry 

results. This is accounted for by those entering 

they came in. Those who entered under the age 

care and then came back and had only around 
2 years in care in total  but better if they had 
been in care for the medium length of time 

 r p

26 η2
p

 η2
p

 Further analyses would be needed to fully test this finding.
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that children made better progress over the first 
five years and then the effect dropped off. This 
explanation fits with the fact that among those 

scores. Alternatively, this apparent relationship 
with length of stay could be explained by 
differences between those who leave the 
system and those who stay. For example, in the 

performing’ could have returned home or been 
adopted or placed under a special guardianship 
order.

The 26 young people interviewed entered care 
at different stages of their lives – the earliest 

of the high-progress group did so. They, and 
the adults involved in their care and education, 
emphasised how early experiences had a 
profound effect on their later development and 
schooling. For example, one young person who 
had achieved worse than expected commented:

  …my dad was abusive and that, and he 
used to..., and you’re going to school, not 
doing the same things as him, but looking 
back now, it kind of influenced...you’re kind 
of not there, really, or you’re not having 
proper night-time sleep, sharing a bed with 
my brother top to toe, so I was always tired, 
no breakfast. (YP25)

There was an overwhelming view from those 
interviewed that becoming looked after had 
a positive effect on their education. One 
interviewee felt that it had remained unchanged 
but none perceived that their schooling and 
attainment had deteriorated after admission. 
Carers and professionals shared these views. 

several factors, including being shielded 

receiving encouragement and support; and 
improved resources, such as computing 
equipment.

variables used for Research Question 2 were 
added to those from Research Question 1 in 

significant relationships between predictors and 

Summary of findings on Research Question 2

do. The analyses here suggest that this depends on age of entry and reasons for coming into care. 

contributory factor in this nuanced relationship between age at entry into care, time in care and 
educational outcomes is the lasting effects of early abuse and neglect for some young people that 
are barriers whatever the precise pattern of their care. 

A number of other possible reasons for the statistical findings include: 

adolescents first entering care often come in for reasons other than abuse or neglect, and 
are less likely to do well educationally 

these adolescents have had less time for any benefits to take effect

for example making successful returns to birth families, special guardianship or being 
adopted

children entering care early and staying in care longer made better progress over the first 
five years and then the effects drop off
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RESEARCH QUESTION 3: Are placement stability and school stability equally associated with 
higher attainment (Conger & Rebeck, 2001)? 

for those in need but not in care. Correlation analyses showed that more school changes in the later 

Table 11: Correlations between school changes and KS4 points for CLA-LT 

n r

the strongest correlation, followed by those that occurred between the end of KS2 and the start of 

Table 12: Correlations between placement changes and KS4 points for CLA-LT 

n r

We also found that these measures of school and placement instability were correlated with each 
other. This raises the question of how far placement changes lead to school changes and thence 

reduction in the strength of this relationship was significant , that is, that there was a significant 

less common than changes in placement. Thus, they are very unlikely to provide a full explanation 
for the association between placement instability and outcome. In addition, school changes are less 

. Given the very poor 

association is likely to increase the apparent impact of changes on outcome. 

between these two groups partly because of the association noted above but also because the 
meaning of the changes may be different in the two cases. In mainstream schools a change may 
well be brought about by a change of placement. In non-mainstream ones it could reflect this, but it 
could also reflect changes prompted by a reassessment and a move, for example, to a pupil referral 
unit of a child who was already doing badly in terms of education.

Table 13: KS4 Points (and SD) by Post-KS2 Placement Changes and Year 10 or 11 School 
Change (Mainstream Schools) for CLA-LT

Level of placement change after KS2
Changed School in Year 10 or 11 Low (< 3 

changes)
Medium (3-4 
changes)

High (5 or more 
changes)

No: did not change school

 t p
 χ2 p

stability and better outcomes is apparent for 
young people who are in mainstream schools 

of post-KS2 care placements for those who 

were also associated with higher GCSE scores. 

changes may be accounted for if those with 
the smallest number of placements were very 
recent entrants to the care system.

In the qualitative interviews, social workers 
reported that placement moves hindered 
educational progress. For example, one 
young man who had been living in his foster 
placement for eight years was informed at 

after his exams as his carers were retiring. 
His social worker said that he had provided 
additional input to support him given the 
circumstances but both he and his subsequent 
carer confirmed that it affected his exam 

changes are more prevalent for adolescents and 
for placements of less than one-year duration 
and that support plays a major role in the 
effects of these changes.

School moves were also reported by young 
people to be very stressful. Just under half 
the sample interviewed travelled to school by 
taxi. The general view was that, although the 
taxi often entailed getting up early and a long 
journey, the inconvenience was worth it as it 
enabled young people to stay with their friends 
when faced with other disruptions in their lives. 
However, there were some problems with the 
organisation of taxi services; for example when 
taxis were shared, which inhibited some young 
people from staying on in school for extra-
curricular activities or revision sessions.
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Table 14: KS4 Points (and SD) by Post-KS2 Placement Changes and Year 10 or 11 School 
Change (Non-mainstream Schools) for CLA-LT

Level of placement change after KS2
Changed School in Year 10 or 11 Low (< 3 

changes)
Medium (3-4 
changes)

High (5 or more 
changes)

No: did not change school

school is also not consistent. This may reflect the reasons for which changes take place in these 
different circumstances. It does not suggest that a change of school inevitably has a bad effect. For 
example, a child may change school because they are not doing well there, so that it is educational 
performance that brings about the change rather than vice-versa. Both change of placement 
and poor educational performance are associated with other factors such as a high SDQ score, 
discussed below. 

Evidence from the interviews suggests the importance of consistency in the relationships between 
the young people and the adults around them, in particular the carers. Most of the high-progress 
group were living in stable, long-term foster placements. Several of the lower-progress group were 
also in stable arrangements: stability, therefore, is necessary but not sufficient. Social workers 

A further feature of instability is that it is associated with the kinds of final placement in which 

associated with a low level of placement change. By contrast placement in any form of residential 
care is associated with much higher levels of placement change after KS2. This association is more 
likely to represent cause and effect. Very few of those who ended up in residential care had always 
been in it, and it is likely that their placements reflected the use of this highly expensive form of 
care as a consequence of failed fostering placements. Furthermore, residential workers are unlikely 
to be able to provide the long-term consistency that some of the young people benefitted from in 
foster care. 

Table 15: Number of Post-KS2 Placement Changes Across Five Placement Types at KS4

Level of placement change after KS2
Placement Type at KS4 Low (< 3 

changes)
Medium (3-4 
changes)

High (5 or more 
changes)

Kinship care
Foster care

Other residential*
Other placement**

* e.g. residential schools, secure units, etc. 

combination of stability and placement type was strongly associated with outcome. As can be 
seen, there is a largely consistent relationship within kinship care, foster care and other types of 
placement between level of placement change after KS2 and educational outcome. As might be 
expected the lower the level of change, the better the outcome seems to be.

Table 16: KS4 Points (and SD) by Post-KS2 Placement Changes and KS4 Placement Type

Level of placement change after KS2
Placement Type at KS4 Low (< 3 

changes)
Medium (3-4 
changes)

High (5 or more 
changes)

Kinship care
Foster care

Other residential
Other placement

The pattern within children’s homes and other 
residential placements is less clear, but may 
reflect young people experiencing greater 
difficulties in residential placements who are 
recent entries into care and who have therefore 

shows that the major differences are between 
the kinds of placements. Those in residential 
care are doing very badly by any comparison, 
and a number may well have dropped out of 
education. Both groups need educational help 
but the nature of their educational problems 
may not be the same.

Attendance and Exclusion
Another dimension to the greater educational 
instability of children who are in need or 
looked after is the higher numbers of absences 
and fixed-term exclusions they experience 

that on average CIN and CLA experience 

perhaps related to potential benefits from care. 
Absences were also higher but the notable 

which were actually lower than for children 
who were not receiving local authority support.
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Table 17: Average absences* and exclusions from school of looked after and other children

Authorised 
absences (half 
days) in total

Unauthorised 
absences (half 
days) in total

Number of 
fixed-term 
exclusions in 
total

Sessions 
excluded  
(fixed-term)  
in total

Percentage of 
pupils ever 
permanently 
excluded

st

st

st

st

*Absence data for PRUs and AP are not in these data, but the understatement of absences is quite small. 

There is an association between exclusion and changes of school, though percentages permanently 
excluded are likely to account for a significant part of the differences in the percentages changing 

points. The net effect of changing school during term-time dropped when absence and exclusion 

of school must account in part for this reduction – change of school serves as a proxy for exclusion 

relationship between the number of school moves and exclusions in youth in care. Absence and 

by unauthorised absence. However, the evidence from the interviews showed that there were 
significant exceptions to these findings. Most of the 26 young people across both high- and lower-

with poor attainment:

  I got around 7 As, 3 Bs and 1 C... She [mother] didn’t let me go to school or anything, so I was 
always just like at home, so for pretty much...for the whole of Year 7, I could barely remember 
myself being in school, and during October when I was in Year 8, I got put into care, and from 
actually September I didn’t go to secondary school in the start of Year 8. (YP9)

Even after controlling for young people’s individual characteristics, KS2 results and early 
environments, changes of school and placement, as well as unauthorised school absences and 
exclusions, all predicted poorer GCSE scores. Once instability was accounted for, however, length 
of time in care was no longer related to GSCE scores.

Summary of findings on Research Question 3
These results suggest that both school changes and placement changes are risk factors for 
looked after children’s educational outcomes; moreover, the length of the latest placement is also 
associated with educational outcomes. Placement changes may produce school changes and 
hence poor educational outcomes; however, the extent of this effect is relatively small. The lower 
the level of changes, the better the outcomes. The main associations might occur because both 
kinds of change are markers of a young person in difficulty.
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RESEARCH QUESTION 4: What factors contribute to any association between placement 
stability and higher attainment (Conger & Rebeck, 2001)? 

care and in school and considered, in addition, all of the factors identified in our previous analyses. 

included four blocks of factors:

Block 1
Block 2

Block 3

Block 4 
The resultant model is depicted here graphically in Figure 1, which shows the variables that were 

which might relate to GCSE attainment when considered by themselves, can often be more likely 
to co-occur with other factors in the model; the result of this can be that the two factors do not 

the addition of school types to the model meant that having ever received a permanent school 

in a pupil referral unit in some cases because they have received a permanent exclusion from a 

Figure 1: Final Regression Model for KS4 scores of CLA-LT Showing (a) All Variables Entered 
in the Model, and (b) Significant Predictors Only31

2  

Size of association - standardised beta values

 There is no significance in the specific colours – they are used for 
presentation only.

being in a non-mainstream school, being in 

unauthorised absences during secondary 
school, and having identified severe or 
multiple learning difficulties were the strongest 
predictors of poorer results at GCSE, once the 
other factors were taken into account. 

We also built a path model to examine the 
relationships between the variables identified 
in our regression model as predictors of looked 

sample, and to test potential pathways through 
which any links to GSCE outcomes might be 
operating. The predictors in this model were 
young people’s KS2 test scores, mean score on 
the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 

fixed-term and permanent exclusions, and 
being in a non-mainstream school at the end 

placement changes, mean placement length and 
number of residential placements after the end 
of KS2, length of latest placement, and whether 
the final placement was in residential or other 

The model showed that the attainment of 

for KS2 attainment, was related to difficulties 
in the young person as reflected in a high SDQ 
score, as well as difficulties in their experiences 
at school and in care. Although related, 
school and care difficulties remain as distinct 
experiences and some young people can have 
difficulties in one but not the other. Besides 
the direct paths from KS2 and SDQ scores to 

pathways in the model. Higher scores at KS2 
predicted fewer school difficulties, which in 

higher scores on the SDQ predicted higher 
scores for both school and care difficulties, 

Although the pathway via care difficulty 

outcomes than that via school difficulty, it was 
still a substantial and significant predictor of 
results. Hence, the factors related to schooling 

predictors of poorer outcomes.
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Evidence from the interviews provides 
confirmation of this. It was common for 
problems from home to spill over into anger 
and aggression at school:

  Like, I shocked myself a lot on my GCSE 
results because...oh, I just didn’t revise, 
I had no motivation to be at a school or 
anywhere near that place at the time of my 
GCSEs… because of the home life I kind of 
got aggressive and impulsive at school as 
well, so then I’d...be very sort of rowdy in 
class and then the teachers would sort of 
pick me out more and more often, and drag 
me out of class and make me stay behind 
and things like that, and [I] just didn’t like 
it. And they didn’t understand if you told 
them, look, I just need space, and they...
hadn’t got a clue, they probably just didn’t 
know. (YP5)

The lower-progress group in particular also 
reported rule-breaking and disciplinary 
problems in class. This included defiance 
leading to clashes with teachers; disruption 
to impress the class and disagreements over 
appearance. 

Summary of findings on Research  
Question 4

we have shown that the following factors 
are significant predictors of poorer KS4 
scores for CLA-LT after controlling for 
performance at KS2:
Individual characteristics32

Being male

Having a recognised SEN of an autism 
spectrum disorder

Having a recognised SEN of a moderate 
learning disability

Having a recognised SEN of severe or 
multiple learning difficulties

Entering care primarily due to a 
disability

Having a high mean score on the SDQ

Instability

Having more changes of placement 

KS2

Having more unauthorised school 
absences

Having missed more school days 

fixed-term exclusions

Concurrent environment

Having spent less time in the latest 
placement

Living in residential or another form of 

Having a home language other than 

Being in a non-mainstream school at 

In O’Sullivan, Westerman, McNamara, and 

current study from two local authorities, five 
key factors were identified as contributing 
to lower GCSE scores than expected: being 
male; having a statement of SEN; school 

placements during their care career; or more 
than three placements in any one academic 
year. There is a strong synergy with the 
findings in the current study.

The path model showed that the relationship 

scores was shown to operate not just as a 
direct relationship; the relationship was also 
partially mediated by measures of difficulty 
in school and in care. This suggests that a key 
consideration in improving the educational 

addressing not just their own behavioural 
difficulties, but also the way that educational 
and care systems respond to those 
difficulties, for example with disciplinary 
actions, school exclusions and placement 
continuity. The evidence from the interviews 
confirms the importance of the response 
experienced in school in helping a young 
person get back on track.

 In the NPD-only analysis, these results are different e.g.  
 

23 



RESEARCH QUESTION 5: How do the 
characteristics of foster carers, including 
their aspirations, influence educational 
outcomes (Flynn et al., 2013)? 
Before considering the role of the 
characteristics of foster carers, it is worth 
acknowledging the on-going impact that 
birth families have on children in care even 
when they have established longer-term stable 
placements. Evidence from the interviews 
shows both positive and negative aspects of 
the birth families are influential in the young 
person’s educational progress. Parents or other 
birth family members, despite other difficulties, 
had in some cases supported their children’s 
education from a young age and wanted them 
to succeed. One young woman explained:

  I think it was because my mum always 
wanted me to do well in school because 
she never did. Because when they were 
younger, they didn’t have to stay in school, 
so she always said to me, ‘Stay at school, 
do something, make something of your life’, 
because she never had, and she always said 
she really regretted it. (YP8)

One young woman, who was said to have 
always worked hard, had an older sister at 

interviewee had regular, positive contact with 
his birth mother, who took an interest in his life 

But for lower- and high- achievers alike, birth 
family concerns continued to influence their 
lives and education. Most maintained contact 
with birth parents, mainly mothers, either 
through visiting and/or phone/text as well 
as Facebook. Children did not cease to be a 
member of a family simply because they were 
not living in it; and the problems leading to 
their separation usually continued to manifest 
themselves in some form. Birth parents would 
often be unreliable or inconsistent and lead 
the young person to feel responsible for the 
parent. While contact with birth parents was 
often important to them, the young people 
acknowledged the implications for their 
education and welfare:

  I remember the night before my English 
GCSE exam, she phoned me up, like, with 
suicide  voicemails and everything, so it just 
made me lose a lot of focus, so I stopped 
having contact with her...like, I couldn’t go 
upstairs and revise English or anything, or 
do an essay, because I’d get worried that she 
would be...my mind would be on her and 
what she would be doing… (YP1)

No national data are collected in England 
on foster carers. However, the interviews 
undertaken provided a helpful insight into 
the role that foster carers seemed to play in 
the education of children in care. McDermid, 

that compared with the national population 
of adults, a slightly higher proportion of foster 
carers have no educational qualifications 
and fewer than in the national population 
are educated to degree level though a large 
proportion do have GCSEs. They noted that 

of educational attainment of foster carers on 

had no formal qualifications. Most of those 
who continued with education after school 
were fostering young people from the high-
progress group, but this was not exclusively 
so. Indeed, our qualitative evidence suggested 
that it was the educational encouragement 
and support that foster carers offered that 
were important, rather than their educational 
qualifications per se. 

Existing research notes that kinship carers 
are generally less well educationally qualified. 

care were living with grandparents, most of 
whom were elderly, in poor health, with few 
or no educational/professional qualifications’. 
Irrespective of their qualifications, in this study 
young people, teachers and social workers felt 
that most placements had been supportive 
educationally:

  Yes, used to ask me about my days, help me 
with homework, see what help they could 
do at their work, like research, print some 
homework out for me and stuff, so yes, they 
were pretty good, yes. (YP1)

It was the norm for carers to attend Personal 

from carers to prevent their attendance 

evenings...I did have parents’ evening when I 
was young, in infant school, and it scared me, 
actually, because of the fact that my parents’ 
evenings were always bad. Soon as I got home, I 

One young person, who achieved top grades 
for looked after children in her local authority, 
had been living with her grandparents:

  Although she’s in care she’s been brought 
up with family…extended family members, 
and they’ve been very, very supportive and 
rock solid for her, and, obviously, it’s given 
her a very strong foundation...In fact, so 
much so that even when the unfortunate 
death with regards [to] her grandparents 
that were her carers…her aunt then moved 
into the family home rather than move 
[her]. (SW10)

Carers who were forgiving and did not give up 
too easily were seen as demonstrating a sense of 
acceptance. Unsurprisingly, kinship carers were 

say in my other ones, I did wrong, that was 
it. But obviously, my nan, I’ve done so many 
things here, I could’ve been...should’ve been left 

living somewhere where they were unwanted:

  ..and the thing was, when it came to my 
last carers, I was getting support, like, food, 
shelter and like, you know, warmth but 
yeah, I was getting those ones, but I wasn’t 
getting love, care, you know, compassion. 
Like, I just felt like it was just a placement... 
(YP9)

And in contrast:

  I was treated like one of their own children, 
so you become part of the family, and when 
that happens, it’s easier for you to excel. 
(YP7)

In general, foster carers provided somewhere 
suitable at home for young people to study, 
access to a computer, books and study guides. 
Evidence from the interviews suggests 
that where foster carers’ aspirations and 
expectations are high, the young people in 
their care felt that carers had contributed to 
their educational progress, though, overall in 
this sample, the specific influence of individual 
teachers was greater. 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 6: To what extent is low attainment at KS4 and progress end of 
KS2 – end of KS4 specifically linked with transfer from primary to secondary school or does 
widening of the attainment gap occur gradually over time? 

of CIN and CLA is the most notable feature of this table, there are also significant differences 
st March 

care in the final year, and had overtaken them both by GCSE. Those who were looked after but not 

Table 18: Looked after status by attainment at Key Stages33

KS1 points, 4 
test average

KS2 points, 3 
test average

KS3 points, 3 
test average

KS4 points, 
8 best 
+equivalents

Not in need or looked 
st

st March 

st 

a year
st 

year

11.2

judgements about the impact on education of being looked after in the short- or long- term depend 
on taking simultaneous account of the many variables that relate to attainment. This was achieved 

model, with pupils nested within schools, which were nested within local authorities . 

Figure 2: Changes in Standardised Test Scores by Need Group37

 It might seem that CIN and looked after children made very 

assessments revealed that children who performed below the level 

 Full explanations of the methodological process can be found in 

Changes that result from some young people leaving the system 
after KS2 cannot be assessed with these data as this group cannot be 
identified.

addition does not affect the trends but does ensure that they do not 
have to be examined both above and below the x-axis.

scoring system, which means that group differences at this stage may 
be under-estimated.

Because the principal concern in this study 
was progress during the secondary phase of 
education, previous attainment was measured 
using scores in the three KS2 tests, taken at 
age 11. KS2 attainment is a powerful predictor 
of GCSE outcomes.  Poorer KS2 attainment 
explains part of the poorer performance of 
CIN and CLA at GCSE. The most we can 
conclude is that the worse performance of 
those taken into care in the year preceding their 
GCSEs is consistent with the circumstances 
surrounding their entry into care having an 
adverse impact on their education and the 

after for 12 months or longer is consistent with 
more stable care having a protective effect. 

than children who were not in need or looked 
after. Distinguishing between these groups 
helps to disentangle these issues .

Figure 2 shows the relative achievement at four 
Key Stages of those who were neither in care 

compare pupils’ relative positions at different 
stages by using standardised scores : the height 
of the bars indicates the relative standing of the 
groups at each of the four time points, so that 
any increase in height within a group indicates 
an improvement over time relative to the other 

any decrease in height indicates a decline over 
time relative to the other groups. As can be 
seen on the graph, two groups, those not in 

KS2, improve relative to the others. The other 
three groups all experience a relative decline.
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The most dramatic decline was in those who 

the highest of all the groups other than those 
who were not in need or in care at all. By the 

similar but less dramatic pattern was found 
with those who were in care for at least 12 

scores were relatively high but their position 
steadily declined over time. Arguably both 
groups were experiencing a worsening situation 
at home, which in the end led to some of them 
entering the care system. It is likely that some 
of these children make greater progress after 
coming into care. In many cases, however, 
major educational time has been lost and there 
was too little time to make up the progress. 

Evidence from the interviews was consistent 
with these findings and with the possible 
explanations suggested. Perhaps unexpectedly, 
the overwhelming view of both groups was 
that they had performed better educationally 
at secondary than at primary. A number of 
factors need to be taken into account. The 
most important was that, at primary stage, 
young people had often still been living with 
their birth families and primary education was 
very often an unhappy experience. One young 

from primary school and missed a year and a 

spoke of her aggression but calmed down as her 
life became more settled:

  Because when I used to get treated 
differently in primary school, I used to fight 
a lot, but as I grew older, I went into high 
school, I calmed down a lot and tried to 
focus on my schoolwork instead of fighting 
people. (YP12)

The factor most often identified as leading to 
improvements in educational experiences at 
secondary level was that by then, or around 
that time, they had left home and entered care. 
The relative educational performance of the 
CIN who remained living at home declined 
steadily over time. At KS1 they were slightly 

group, at KS2 they performed less well than the 

 those who were already in care at Key 
Stage 2 improved steadily.

Summary of findings on Research  
Question 6

The gap in attainment between children 
in care and those not in care or in need 
appears to widen gradually over time rather 
than suddenly in response to transfer 
from primary to secondary school. There 
are a number of potential reasons for this 
including the reasons older entrants are 
admitted into care, the limitations on benefits 
if in care only a short time and the fact that 
children who have left the system are likely to 
be higher performing. 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 7: What can local authorities, schools, Virtual Schools, social 
workers or foster carers do that appears to improve the attainment and progress of secondary 
school pupils in care and what difference can the relationship between these services make to 
outcomes (Pecora, 2012)?
The analysis examined the relative contribution to outcomes made by local authorities and schools 
to the attainment and progress of secondary school pupils in care. The qualitative data are then 
drawn on to identify some of the key facilitators and barriers to progress.

Local Authority-level effects
An important objective of this study was to understand the associations between schools or local 
authorities and the educational progress and outcomes of children who were looked after. Multi-

those at the school-level, which were in turn several times lower than those at the pupil-level, 
suggesting that local authorities had little additional influence on GCSE outcomes overall, beyond 
that of schools and individual pupils. However, this statistical finding does not negate the role of 
the local authority. Local authorities influence the outcomes for children in care at the school and 
individual level through the role they play in key decisions concerning both care placement and 
school placement. These decisions are critical since what the individual placements have to offer 
contribute significantly to the educational outcomes of children in care. 

School-level effects

numbers of CLA in PRUs and AP tally with the higher incidence of behavioural needs identified 
for this group as well as suggesting that the needs are acute for a significant number.

Table 19: Looked after status by types of secondary school attended at GCSE

Special school* Pupil referral unit / 
Alternative provision

Independent

Count % Count % Count %
Not in need or 
looked after on 31st 
March 2013
In need on 31st 
March 2013

1,162

Looked after on 
31st March 2013 
for less than a year

11

Looked after on 
31st March 2013 
for over a year

A significant proportion of the apparent disadvantage in the attainment of children who were 
in need or looked after was associated with the schools they attended. Allowing for variability 
amongst schools accounted for more than half of the differences between the outcomes of CIN or 

School type is perhaps the most powerful 
predictor of GCSE performance in the overall 
cohort. Different school types appear to explain 
nearly all of the differences in GCSE outcomes 
associated with SEN composition and a large 
proportion of the differences apparently related 
to school mean, KS2 prior attainment and 
proportion eligibility for FSM. Importantly, 
CIN and CLA pupils are disproportionately 
represented in school types which perform 

association with GCSE attainment. It seems 
likely that the large differences in GCSE 
outcomes by school type reflects unmeasured 
characteristics of the intake to different school 
types. That is, there is powerful selection in 
the English secondary education system into 
school types related to perceived academic 
potential, which is not adequately accounted 
for by pupils’ prior attainments and special 
educational needs.

Differences between the intakes of secondary 
schools attended by CIN, CLA and other 

that CIN and CLA pupils attended schools in 

point lower and proportions eligible for FSM 

in mean KS2 points between CLA and 
children who were not in need or looked after 
represents a full year of learning on the national 

pupils also, on average, attended schools at 
which their peers were less likely to be eligible 
for FSM than them and had higher average KS2 
attainment than themselves . Moreover, from 
the CLA only sample we know that around 

not in the care system when they were assessed 
at KS2, and educational outcomes within this 
late-entry group were better the earlier they 
had entered care. It seems that these young 
people were more likely to face the challenge of 
attending schools in which other children have 
not attained high levels at KS2.

 There is an extensive literature on peer effects but no conclusive 
evidence as to whether having higher attaining peers or peers from 
less impoverished backgrounds is beneficial or detrimental. The 
inclusion of contextual aggregates in value added models takes 
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Table 20: Looked after status and school aggregates

School mean KS2 
points

Proportion of 
pupils eligible  
for FSM

st

st

st

st

The use of a contextual value added measure that takes account of pupil characteristics, school 
context and types, gives an indication of whether a given school is doing better or worse than 
expected, given the profile of the school and its pupils. The variation in the apparent effectiveness 

statistically significant but nevertheless did not contribute much to the poorer outcomes of CIN 

their non-CLA pupils also tend to do well for their CLA pupils; the correlation between schools’ 

correlations reported here are likely to be underestimates of the true strength of the relationships 

alternative provision, PRUs, FE colleges and secure units. This should be qualified by observing 
that the school effect here is after accounting for school context, type and student intake. In 

CIN and CLA pupils with SEN tend to achieve lower GCSE scores than non-CIN and CLA pupils 
with the same SEN classification. The poorer performance might arise because the process of 
identification of CIN and CLA selects children with more acute educational needs, although 
these results could also be consistent with CIN and CLA being less likely to receive appropriate 

The finding is consistent with LA care having a protective effect for such children.

Type of placement

with parents and a wide variety of miscellaneous placements. The average placement length varied 

, as shown 

other types of residential care were linked with significantly lower results. Other placements also 
scored poorly.

Table 21: KS4 Points for CLA, by Final Placement Type

Placement Type at KS4 N Mean SD
Kinship care
Foster care
Residential children’s homes
Other residential care
Other

The category of placement that kept children the longest also seemed to do best with them. This, 

Table 22: KS4 Points for CLA, by Final Placement Type and Length

Less than 1 year 1-2 years 2-3 years Over 3 years 
Foster or 
Kinship Care

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Children’s 
Home or Other 
Residential

 
N

 
N

 
N

 
N

Indeed, as well as a significant effect of final 
placement length , there was an interaction 
between this variable and final placement type 

. 
Whereas a longer final placement length up 

outcomes in the foster and kinship group, in 
the residential group, the scores increased for 

reverted to be similar to those who had been 
in their final residential placement for under 

people whose final placement had been very 

better if it was a kinship rather than a foster 
placement; however, the reverse was true if 
their final placement had lasted 1-2 years. 

placement group. 

terms of outcome are clear. Foster and kinship 

points or so greater than other types of final 
placements. This is a further reminder of the 
diversity within the care population. As with 
schools, however, it would be rash to attribute 
this difference entirely to differences in the 
effects of different kinds of placement. Part 
of the difference is likely to reflect specific 
differences between the children who are 
placed in them. 

Strategies adopted by local authorities and 
schools
Many forms of additional educational 
support experienced by the young people 
were mentioned in the interviews. There were 
mixed views on whether resource constraints 
hindered the educational progress of these 
looked after children but the Virtual School 
headteachers in particular, who have more 
recently been given the responsibility for 
managing the allocation of the enhanced Pupil 
Premium for CLA, commented that they are 
now individually relatively well-resourced. 
Additional support reported upon included 
teaching assistants; learning mentors; small 
groups; student support centres for pupils 
with special educational needs and others; and 
additional revision and other classes. Local 
authorities operated different forms of Looked 

Schools organised specific education events; 
and there were local authority contracts with 
private education companies to support looked 
after children. These were offered sometimes at 
school or, on other occasions, elsewhere. 

An important theme to emerge from the 
interviews concerned the integration of 
services. It was less evident for those in the 
lower-progress group but those in the high 
progress group in particular reported effective 
co-working between school, placement 
and social worker. One designated teacher 
expressed this as follows:

 F p η2
p

 F p η2
p

 F p η2
p
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  A combination of everything, and generally, 
that is so often the case with young 
people in care… If you’ve got really good, 
education-focused foster carers, really good, 
aware, designated teacher at the school who 
cascades information to other staff and 
helps provide the training, if the school’s 
‘attachment aware’, if you’re got good links 
with the social worker, and if you’ve got a 
good case-worker from the Virtual School, 
you put all those things together and that 
young person is going to progress and 
succeed in some way… (DT2)

Five young people interviewed had accessed 
Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

were reported to be very positive. These 
concerned a range of experiences including: 
bereavement counselling; anxiety and panic; 
anger management; depression; stealing; 
incontinence; self-harm and attempted suicide.

A recurring theme in the interviews was the 
effects of changes of social worker on the young 
person’s education. One young person had 

and the foster carer commented that this meant 
they never got to know her. Another young 
person commented that her social worker 
never asked about school and others noted that 
they saw little of them. However, some were 
reported to be very helpful and supportive: 

  they give me encouragement and just 
made it possible for me to carry on... they 
definitely put everything there to make it 
better for me. Definitely.’ (YP14)

The evidence from the interviews suggested a 
number of ways in which school responses to 
young people in care may have contributed to 
their subsequent development. Recognition of 
the impact of their previous home life or lack 
of stability in care on their capacity to conform 
and readiness to learn was a recurrent theme in 
the interviews:

  Well, he had a difficult home life. And so, 
throughout his school life, he struggled 
with self-esteem, bullying, and problems 
at home as well. So his concentration was 
never 100%. It had improved for a while 
but certainly, I think it was fairly embedded 
in his perception of how things worked for 
him. (DT17)

The vast majority of both high- and lower-

tuition, usually funded by the Pupil Premium. 
Of the few who did not have individual tuition, 
two were offered but declined it. There was an 
overwhelming view from young people and 
others that one-to-one tuition had helped with 
young people’s educational progress: 

  Yes, it definitely helped, yes. I was able to 
get to grips more with certain things, and 
that helped me a lot. They said if I was to 
fail my maths, then they would give me 
more, but I ended up passing so I didn’t 
need any more. But, no, that helped a lot, 
one-to-one. (YP1)

This is in keeping with previous research on 
tutoring, with two reviews of educational 

the best empirical support of any educational 
interventions so far from evaluations with 
rigorous designs. A few young people 
complained that they would have liked the 
tuition earlier. Additional one-to-one tuition 
was sometimes provided in school by teachers 
outside of regular hours:

  I mean if I’d been going home on the bell 
every day, [name] wouldn’t have even got 
a D, because she did very little in lessons, 
she wasn’t good in lesson times because it’s 
more structured. But after school when you 
have the tea, radio on and stuff, then she 
did much better. And if I hadn’t run those 
sessions then she wouldn’t have got the 
grade she achieved. (DT18)

There were many comments in the interviews 
about PEP meetings, including their 
monitoring, co-ordinating, resource allocation 
and accountability functions. Three young 
people raised specifically how they disliked 
being singled-out and removed from class to 

asked for these to be rearranged for after school 
and her designated teacher and social worker 

One young woman, with admirable efficiency 
and who did not consider her education to be 
a problem, felt that she had more important 
things to do with her time: she did not attend 
but asked for a report afterwards, and followed-
up on anything with which she was concerned 
or disagreed. 

Another area in which school responses were 
important was bullying, acknowledging that 

the high-progress group and half the lower-
progress group reported having been bullied, 
in the case of the young asylum seeker, 
according to his designated teacher, with a 
racist dimension which affected his education. 
Schools’ responses to this seem to have helped 
where they knew about it but bullying seems 
to have been a contributory factor in the 
educational engagement and progress of the 
lower-progress group in particular.

Given that many of the carers interviewed 
had themselves left school early and some 
had reported not enjoying school, it would 
seem important for schools to reach out to the 
carers. There was not always evidence of this, 
particularly from the lower-progress group, 
with foster carers sometimes suggesting they 
had not been in the school and were never 
invited:

  I would’ve liked to have gone in and seen 
the school. Do you know what I mean?...
No, because she seemed quite settled and I 
didn’t want to upset anything, but for me, if 
you are getting a kid that’s at school coming 
to live with you, I think it would’ve been 
nice to go in and just see the school, and...
then we could’ve told them what concerns 
we had for [name]. (FC22)

However, there was evidence that schools and 
the individual teachers within them were seen 
by the young people to have provided the main 
sources of educational support. For example, 
a young woman in the high-progress group 
explained:

  I think best, it would’ve been teachers, 
yes. Because teachers, I’ve always looked 
at them for schoolwork and everything, 
because they helped me; I’ve always, 
like, related to them more than carers or 
anything. Like, carers and social workers 
have helped me, but teachers have always 
been there for me, always. (YP1)

Foster carers were clearly very important but 
teachers and school staff were highlighted by 
young people in both the high- and lower-
progress groups for influencing their education 
the most. There is strong evidence from 

advocate’ who builds a relationship with the 
young person in care, supporting them to 
navigate the education system and helping to 
maintain stable school placements. It is possible 
that the teachers identified by the young people 
in this study performed this role. 

Young People’s Agency
An interesting finding that emerged from the 

concerned how young people themselves 
exercised control over their education. 
Those interviewed, in particular those in the 
high-progress group, chose to engage in their 
education. They described examples of strong 
self-advocacy and persistence and made 
direct recommendations to foster carers and 
professionals on how they could better support 
them:

  Listen a lot, a hell of a lot. Listen, because 
not enough people do that. I mean, there 
are a lot of kids out there that do need 
help, and they won’t ask because they’re too 
scared to, or they’re too scared to get shut 
down. So if a child is telling you they need 
help, you need to listen, and even if they’re 
not telling you, ask questions. Ask them if 
they need help, because a lot of kids don’t 
get asked that. They just, kind of, ‘Well, do 
you need help?’ ‘No, not right now’. That 
doesn’t mean I’m never going to need help; 
that means that I don’t need help right now. 
(YP20)
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This report summarises extensive quantitative 
and qualitative analysis about the attainment 
and progress of children in care. Some 
previously reported research has been 
confirmed by the findings but the analyses have 
developed these further in bringing together 
large-scale statistical associations and in-depth 
interview data for an understanding of the 
factors involved in the educational progress of 
looked after children. This section summarises 
the main conclusions from the findings. 

1  Educational outcomes and progress for 
different groups

best, the longer-stay CLA groups come 
next and are followed by children in 
need, and the shorter-stay CLA group 
do least well. Whereas there is evidence 
that some looked after children perform 
similarly to their non-looked after peers, 
the overall average is made lower by a 
sizeable minority of children who have 
very low scores or no score at all. The 
relative educational performance of the 
different groups of children tends to be 
constant from age 11 to age 16. However, 
even young people in care with lower 
prior attainment often made very good 
progress. These findings are consistent 
with the explanation that local authority 
care provides an environment that is 
more conducive to education than that 
experienced by children in need.

1.2  Children not in need or in care provide 
the benchmark for expected educational 
performance over time. Relative to these 
children, CIN were deprived according to 
measures of family and neighbourhood 
poverty, were more likely to have special 
educational needs, had poor attendance 
and more exclusions from school, and had 
progressively poorer relative attainment as 
they went through school. 

made greater progress over time than 
the other groups of children in care or in 
need. The educational performance of the 

relative to both the early entry group and 
the comparator but not as much as the 
CIN, and noticeably less so than the CLA-

CLA and those not in care or not in 
need widens gradually over time and 
not specifically following transfer from 
primary to secondary school. Our 
analyses suggest that one reason for 
this may relate to those entering care 
in adolescence with more challenging 
difficulties being less likely to do well 
educationally. In addition it is possible 

children who entered at a younger age 

2  Individual characteristics, educational 
outcomes and progress

CLA group than for other children, 
presumably because their living 
arrangements change. This may explain 
why deprivation measures are weaker 
predictors of GCSE outcomes for CIN and 
CLA than for other children.

2.2  Special educational needs are far more 
common among children who are looked 
after and associated with large differences 
in outcome. The gap in attainment 
between those in need or looked after 
and others is considerably reduced if 
allowance is made for special educational 
need. Those SEN most strongly associated 
with poorer outcomes in CLA are SLD/
PMLD, ASD and MLD. In addition, 
having a disability was also associated 
with poorer outcomes.

predictive of poor GCSE outcomes for 

male and having a high SDQ score. 

3  Care placement, educational outcomes  
and progress

generally provides a protective factor, with 
early admission to care being associated 
with consistently better outcomes than 
found in the other groups in this study. 
Foster care may benefit later admissions 
but it does not fully reverse the damage 
that may have been done. There was an 
overwhelming view from the interviews 
that entry to care had been beneficial 
educationally. 

or kinship care the better their progress, 
provided that they do not experience 
many short care periods interspersed with 
reunifications with their birth families or 
many placement and/or school changes.

in care for longer. The same could not be 

entrants who were still in care or had re-
entered care by their GCSE years.

changes are risk factors for looked after 
children’s educational outcomes. There 
is some evidence that placement changes 
may produce school changes and hence 
poor educational outcomes; however, the 
extent of this effect is relatively small. The 
main associations might occur because 
both kinds of change are markers of a 
child in difficulty.

foster or kinship care did better at GCSEs 
than those in residential care or other 

reflected the length of the final placement 
- the longer the placement, the better the 
outcomes.

4  Schooling, educational outcomes and 
progress

the looked after children went to non-

 
and, controlling for other factors, their 
educational attainments were far lower 

schools. 

school explain substantive variations 
in GCSE outcomes and a significant 
part of the disadvantage CIN and CLA 
experience. Educational instability has a 
stronger association with GCSE results 
for CIN who are not looked after and 
CLA in short-term care than for CLA-

predictor of poorer scores. 

Conclusions

 Some of these young people may have been dually registered with 
both a mainstream and non-mainstream school but are more likely to 
have been attending the non-mainstream provision.
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effects at the LA level. However, there are 
a number of factors at school- and pupil-
level which reflect LA policy and practice, 
including care and school placement. 

effects for CLA, CIN and other children 
is limited and overall schools tend 
to perform similarly better or worse 
for children in all three groups. This 
is supportive of reforms to school 
admissions that give priority to CLA 
pupils. Nevertheless, we found a small 
minority of schools that appear to have 
better contextual value added outcomes 
with CIN pupils in particular. 

by young people as the main determinants 
of educational progress. For many young 
people, carers, teachers, and school 
pastoral support services played an 
important part on a daily basis in their 
educational progress, and to some extent 
general welfare, less often their social 
workers who were less engaged with their 
education. Foster carers’ educational 
support was not the main determinant of 
educational progress. 

enjoyed and benefitted from one-to-
one tuition, recommended through the 
Personal Education Plan and funded 

5  Other factors, educational outcomes  
and progress

supported educationally from a 
very young age by birth families, 
notwithstanding other family problems. 
For many, birth family problems 
continued throughout their teenage years, 
affecting their learning, and did not cease 
on entering care. 

genuinely cared about them was very 
important to the young people in this 
study. This occurred across both high- 

people needed to feel that they would not 
be let down – which had been their past 
experience – and that their life mattered. It 
needed to matter to others before it could 
matter to them. Most of our high-progress 
group identified relationships with people 
to whom they felt gratitude and did not 
want to let down. 

as a key issue in the lower progress of 
looked after pupils, with the important 
exception of some kinship carers. 

ultimately, their educational progress 
was down to them, although, adults and 
professionals could help influence how it 
occurred. In this, our evidence suggested 
that young people needed to be open to 

readiness’.

31 



This study addressed important limitations of 
earlier research. Linking care and education 
data enabled us to relate progress during 
secondary education with experiences of care. 
The synthesis of quantitative and qualitative 
findings has brought together the statistical 
power of a huge administrative database with 
the richness of individual interviews. As with 
all research there remained some important 
limitations.

Checking the content, preparing the data, 
combining and creating variables and 
undertaking analyses takes considerable 
time. Administrative databases have great 
strengths but do not contain all the relevant 
information, such as information on foster 
and residential carers and the details of school 
and placement practices and instability. There 
was also missing data from some schools and 
local authorities, most importantly on school 
absences and exclusions, as well as some SDQ 
data. In a recent report by Bazalgette, Rahilly 

being a statutory requirement for children in 

lower, with three local authorities apparently 
returning no data at all.

The quantitative analysis focused on young 

outcomes for those who had been in care for 12 
st 

of their peers. This design did not allow 
exploration of the effects of earlier short-term 
care, as data on this was not collated for the 
pre-GCSE years. Furthermore, the quantitative 
data were organised so as to model GCSE 
outcomes and absences and exclusions in the 
aggregate. A more complex, time-centred 
data structure, facilitating the relation of care 
experiences with individual absences and 
exclusions or with intermediate attainment, 
might yield more powerful results.

Certain omissions from the databases were 
addressed in our qualitative interviews, which 
shed light on the dynamics involved as well as 
the perspectives and explanations of looked 
after young people and those responsible 
for their care and education. Gaining access 
to the six local authorities involved some 

with young people as we had hoped; some 
changed their minds or were difficult to 
contact. By the time of our interviews, a 
number of young people had left care and/or 
moved, which complicated the task, leaving 
us with a smaller sample than planned though 
many of our findings are similar to those of 
Darmody, McMahon, Banks and Gilligan 

interviewed much larger samples of young 
people. However, we were very pleased with 
the data from the 26 young people we spoke 
with and their associated adults, and believe 
it provides rich insights that complement the 
quantitative material. The use of trained, care-
experienced interviewers was very effective, as 
the evidence reveals. 

Limitations of the Study
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As well as an intended contribution to 
knowledge, our findings also have relevance 
to policy and practice in social work and 
education. 

Children in need provide an additional, and 
in many respects, more suitable comparison 
group for children in care in official statistics 
and public debate. An important implication 
of our research concerns the nature of the 
public debate surrounding the care system 
and its outcomes. Educational attainments, 
particularly GCSEs, or the lack of them, often 

gap between looked after pupils and their peers 
is often used as a condemnation of social work 
services for children and families. Our evidence 
shows that compared with children in need 
who live at home, children in care make greater 
educational progress although their problems 

A focus on progress gives a more realistic 
depiction of the achievements of the care 
system, given how many young people enter 
care late and have major challenges including, 
in some cases, special educational needs. 
Clearly, attainment is not unimportant and 
young people cannot expect to secure jobs 
on the basis of making progress rather than 
achieving qualifications. We should also not 
overlook how much educational progress it is 
realistic to expect local authorities to make with 
their care populations and over what duration. 

Some CLA will take longer to fulfil their 
educational potential than those not in care 
or in need and given many come into the 
care system late, we should therefore take a 

examinations aged 16 for many looked after 
pupils is too soon and their opportunities are 
sometimes restricted by having been allocated 
to a particular curricular route in order to 
access behavioural support. Professionals 
interviewed commented how some lower-
progress pupils had begun to stabilise, 
develop confidence and interpersonal skills, 
which would later benefit their learning and 
career prospects. Better appreciation of the 
achievements of individuals and contribution 

beyond, as US researchers have demonstrated 

The Ofsted educational and care inspection 
frameworks and the Government’s 
publication of performance tables comparing 
local authorities need to take into account that 
there is little variation between local authorities 
in the educational performance of looked 
after pupils, beyond that which is accounted 
for by individual pupil and school differences. 
Inspections should therefore take sufficient 
account of the characteristics of the looked after 
children cohort in each authority: authorities 
that meet legal obligations in admitting older, 
challenging young people into care may 
jeopardise their care performance data by doing 
so. Most variation in progress and attainment 
was explained by pupil characteristics as well 
as experiences in care and school. Clearly 
local authorities can influence these factors 
by their choice of, and support for, individual 
placements and schools, even in a system in 
which schools have greater autonomy. 

Local authorities should be supported 
to identify and place pupils in higher 
performing schools, ensure that school staff 

Birth parents continue to exert significant 
influence on young people in care, including 
those who have lived away from them for 
many years. It may have been that these 
GCSE students, as greater independence and 
leaving care approached, also initiated and 
encouraged these links. Where birth parents 
have continuing problems, these could threaten 
to overwhelm young people’s concentration 
and application. Long-term foster placements, 
especially those which appear stable, can be 
a low priority for social workers especially 

social work support for birth families could be 
important for young people’s education even in 
stable, long-term, successful foster placements. 

Initiatives to support pupils with social, 
emotional and mental health difficulties need 
to become more widely known and studied 
to address the educational problems we have 
highlighted

and school transfer. These initiatives include 

attributed their educational progress to the 
characteristics, skills and commitment of 

individual teachers and carers. Interviewees 
named individual teachers who knew what they 
were doing, persisted, engendered respect and 
genuinely cared. Pupils could identify others 
who were ineffective and insensitive. 

Foster carers should be appropriately 
supported to withstand the pressures of 
caring for vulnerable young people with 
challenging behaviour so that placement 
stability increases, which should benefit young 
people’s educational progress. Previous research 
shows that individual foster carers can make a 
difference to placement stability and children’s 

Our evidence suggested that pupils could 
commit to learning once certain preconditions 
were met, including feeling safe, secure and 
individually valued. Placement disruption was 
often associated with the risk of school transfer 
and pupils responded consistently that they 
preferred to remain at the original school even 
if this entailed long taxi journeys. However, 
taxi arrangements need to be more flexible and 
responsive to individual young people’s needs.

Involve young people more fully in what 
happens in their lives. Given how pupils often 
were trying to manage the stresses in their lives, 
it is sensible to make genuine efforts to work 
alongside them and engage them in decisions. 
Many young people interviewed demonstrated 
considerable insight into the factors that had 
helped or hindered their education, including 
being removed from classes to attend PEP and 
other meetings.

Strategies for educational improvement 
need to be addressed across the workforce 
in residential settings. A surprising finding 

of looked after pupils taking their GCSEs who 
lived in residential settings. This was a much 
broader group than the small, residential 
children’s homes and included residential 
schools and secure units. These can be among 
the most challenging pupils. The residential 

considerably but it is an important experience 
for a larger group of older, looked after 
adolescents. 

Kinship carers need support in particular to 
address the financial pressures that can affect 

which might adversely affect schooling. It was 
interesting to have confirmed that pupils living 
with kinship carers, once other factors were 
taken into account, were not educationally 
disadvantaged compared with those in 

Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice
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We are aware that much other research 
has preceded ours, for example European 

leavers who do well and go on to university 

have contributed to useful reforms to date and 
provide important pointers to future research. 
The specific questions that emerged from this 
study that might be worthy of further research 
include:

Theoretical Questions

within any particular theoretical framework 
and that task lies ahead. The interdisciplinary 
research team lend themselves to varying 
approaches and interpretations. For example, 
the findings on stable care placements, young 
people’s adjustments and mental health 
initiatives in schools could be located within 

and services offered can also be approached 

our interviewees gave insights into how 
they managed family breakdown and stress. 

managing their circumstances, and suggesting 
preconditions for learning, could also be set 
within a sociology of childhood framework 

Conceptual Questions
Quantitative analysis of SDQ data was given a 
minor role in the design of the current study 
because of its known limitations, but it was a 
surprisingly good predictor of outcomes. A 
strategy to address the widespread missing 

analysis that yielded more powerful findings 
relating experiences of care, behaviour and 

importance of having data from teachers and 

et al. have noted widespread inconsistencies 
in the way data are collected. The Prosocial 
sub-scale of the SDQ is not currently routinely 
reported, whereas our findings suggest that 
analysis of this might provide important 
further insights of the role of behaviour in the 
education of children in care. 

A further question that emerged concerns 
how we conceptualise stability – O’Higgins 

conceptualise it in different ways but there 
is further research to be done to establish a 
common definition. Many children in care 
also return home but re-enter care and their 
experiences are very relevant to educational 
outcomes. 

Factors influencing the education of 
adolescents in care 
What constitutes good care for the adolescent 
population remains a major priority for 
research. In Luke, Sinclair, Woolgar, and Sebba 

care, prior to any specific interventions being 
implemented, is a factor associated with the 
mental health of children in care. Specific 
approaches for late entrants to care, with a 
particular multi-professional focus, also need 

Specific approaches adopted by schools, 
teachers and/or carers
The possible reasons why a small minority of 
schools appear to do better with CIN pupils 
should be explored. In addition, as pupil 
progress hinges on teachers’ and carers’ skills, 
further initiatives and evaluations involving 
them in providing educational support would 

It might also be valuable to assess the wide 
range of social, emotional and mental health 
supports in schools and their effectiveness. 
Virtual School heads also raised with us the 
need for research into how Pupil Premium Plus 
can be spent to greatest effect. 

Methodological work linking datasets
This study is just the beginning in the capability 
of linked datasets to be used to investigate 

Reports 1 and 2 provide significant progress 
in the methodological techniques for doing 
this but also raise methodological challenges 
that were beyond the scope of this project. 
Further discussions with those developing 
these datasets are planned to identify future 
priorities.

In undertaking the most comprehensive study 
of its type in the UK, we now know more about 
how we can approach schools and services for 
looked after children to benefit their schooling 
and educational outcomes. We hope this 
information is used to good effect. 

Future Research
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